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“It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single woman in her thirties—especially one with four married sisters—must be in want of a wedding of her own, even if she claims otherwise. And her family should do everything in their power to secure a match for her.”

—My mother, probably



How old are you, Auntie Emily?” my little niece Scarlett demands.

I take a healthy swallow of my drink and crouch down in my bridesmaid dress to get closer to her. Cocktail hour is in full swing, and it’s a bit loud in this small room at the banquet hall. “I’m thirty-three.”

“Thirty-three? That’s so old!” She sounds positively horrified. I guess being over thirty is incomprehensible to her. “You’re not married, are you?”

“No.”

“You should get married so I can be a flower girl at your wedding.”

My littlest sister, Hannah, got married today, and Scarlett was a flower girl, a role she enjoyed very much.

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind,” I say.

I totally expected to get hassled about my marital status at Hannah’s wedding, seeing as I’m now the last single Hung sister; I just didn’t expect it to come from a five-year-old.

Not only am I the last single one in the family, but I’m also the second oldest, which makes it even worse in everyone’s eyes. I have three younger sisters who have now tied the knot. I’m way behind.

It’s fine with me. It really is. Not because I’m against marriage, but because I have different priorities in my life. Dreams that are finally coming to fruition.

It is not, however, fine with my mother.

Mom and Allison—Scarlett’s mother and my older sister—head toward us, glasses of wine in hand.

“Mommy,” Scarlett says, “Auntie Emily is thirty-three!”

Allison chuckles. “And do you know what? I’m thirty-five.”

Scarlett’s mouth falls open.

Allison seems amused by this whole interaction. My big sister is often annoyed with me for one reason or another, but not today.

Mom is less amused. She takes my arm and leads me away, probably to meet some eligible bachelor.

“Can’t you just enjoy the reception, rather than attempting more matchmaking?” I ask.

Mom clucks her tongue. “What would be the fun in that?”

Inwardly, I groan.

“A wedding is the perfect place to meet men,” she says, steering us with ease through the crowds of people at the reception. “Ah, I see Mark Chan.”

I stop walking. “Tell me you didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?” Mom asks innocently.

“Invite Mark Chan to the wedding. It’s not like he even knows Hannah.”

“Why shouldn’t I have invited Mark?” Mom asks. “His parents are friends of ours and he’s an engineer who—”

“What does his profession have to do with why he should be at Hannah’s wedding?”

It’s a foolish question, of course. I know exactly what she’s doing: she’s extoling the virtues of the great Mark Chan because she wants me to date him and marry him and have his babies. He’s here only so she can introduce the two of us.

My mother’s matchmaking tendencies have hit a critical level since Hannah got engaged a year and a half ago. She’s tried to throw me at many men, but Mark—oh, Mark is her favorite. Though she met his parents only a few years ago, they now play mahjong together on a regular basis. I think she’s seen Mark once or twice, but from those brief encounters, she’s somehow decided he’s perfect for me.

I, on the other hand, am convinced that Mark is not perfect for me.

First of all, there’s my previous experience with Mom’s matchmaking. A few years ago, when I turned thirty and had no prospects for marriage, as she put it, she tried to set me up with a man named Alvin. Let me tell you, that’s an experience I do not want to repeat. So, I’m more than a little suspicious of her judgment in this area.

Second, whenever Mom talks about Mark, her voice is full of excitement, but the words she says are another matter.

This is what I know about Mark Chan: he’s a thirty-two-year-old computer engineer. (He’s so smart, Emily, and he makes plenty of money!) He owns a condo. (Once you get pregnant, he can sell it and you can buy a house together!) He won an award for getting the highest mark in first-year calculus in university. (And you were always so good at calculus too!) He likes reading. (Isn’t that so perfect for you?) He went to an all-boys private school. He won a big chess tournament when he was twelve.

Okay, fine. None of those things is completely terrible, but I’m sick of hearing about him, and I can’t say he intrigues me at all.

And seeing him for the first time doesn’t change my opinion.

Mom points to a man standing at the edge of the crowd, drink in one hand. With his other hand, he’s reaching for a canapé. He looks utterly ordinary.

I suppose this is what I expected, even if my mother acts like he single-handedly stopped the polar ice caps from melting or ended child poverty in Canada. I…

OMG! Food!

It’s been a very long day, and I haven’t had enough to eat. By midnight—after the ten-course banquet and wedding cake—I’m sure I will have consumed eight thousand calories, give or take. But the banquet hasn’t started yet, and I’m more than a little hungry. I saw a waiter walking by with canapés ten minutes ago, but by the time I hurried over, my uncle had claimed the last one.

Fortunately, this platter is full. I scurry over, grab two shrimp something-or-others and a napkin, murmur my thanks to the server, and begin stuffing food into my mouth.

“Hi. Emily, is it?” Mark says.

Ugh, I hate when people talk to me when my mouth is full of food. I feel pressured to chew as fast as possible.

“Yes,” I say as soon as I swallow.

“You two seem to be getting along so well,” Mom says. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Before I can comment on the ridiculousness of her statement—I’ve said a grand total of one word to Mark—she disappears into the crowd, and I hear her accepting congratulations that yet another of her daughters is married. Mom had nothing to do with this match, though; Hannah met her now husband when she was away at university.

As I finish eating my food, I examine Mark Chan. He’s about five ten, and he has short black hair. Now that I see him up close, I concede he’s better-looking than I initially thought, much to my annoyance. Not that I, personally, find him attractive, but I can see why someone would, even if his smile is rather bland.

“Hi,” I say, since I haven’t actually said that yet.

I shove the next canapé in my mouth, and in my rush to placate my growling stomach, I swallow it before I’ve finished chewing. A too-large piece of food scrapes my esophagus. (Is that the right word? I’m not the medical professional in my family.)

My eyes water.

“You okay?” Mark asks.

“Yep,” I croak.

God, I can’t believe I’m being such an idiot in front of Mark fucking Chan. Not because I have any interest in dating someone my mother thinks is suitable, but just the principle of it. When you meet a new person, you don’t want to make a terrible impression, you know?

I gulp half my cocktail to wash down the food, but that proves to be a mistake. The drink is strong, and it makes me cough all the more. Tears blurring my vision, I manage to grab a glass of water from a server, and by some miracle, I don’t choke and require Mark to perform the Heimlich maneuver. If he saved me, I would definitely have to go out with him, and Mom would never stop talking about how he rescued me, a fate in which I have exactly zero interest.

I look around the room, at all the people in their suits and dresses, here to celebrate my baby sister, then turn my attention back to Mark.

“So, uh.” He scratches the back of his neck. “I hear you wrote a novel?”

Yes, I did. It’s called All Those Little Secrets, and you can buy it at Indigo. It’s my greatest accomplishment.

And I hate talking about it.

Not because I’m excessively humble, but for some reason, I find it weird to discuss, especially with people I don’t know, especially sweater-vest-wearing men my mother wants me to date.

Okay, fine, he’s not actually wearing a sweater-vest—he’s decked out in a dark suit, appropriate for a wedding—but I imagine he’d wear one on a regular Saturday.

“What’s it about?” he asks.

In theory, I know the answer to that question. I mean, I wrote the damn book. But in this moment, a succinct-yet-compelling answer escapes my mind.

“It’s women’s fiction. About secrets in immigrant families and… stuff.”

Yep, I’m a writer. I’m great with words.

“Interesting,” he says. “I’ve always wanted to…”

Oh God. He’s going to tell me he’s always wanted to write a novel but never found the time, and would I like to hear his brilliant idea? Then he might generously offer to split the royalties if I write the book, i.e., do all the hard work.

“Look,” I say, “many people have told me—”

“Read more. I’ve always wanted to have time to read more fiction.”

Oh.

“What did you think I was going to say?” he asks.

I shrug, and we stand there awkwardly in silence.

Of course, it isn’t actually silent in this room. We’re surrounded by crowds of people imbibing alcohol, and there’s music in the background. But despite the noise, it’s still uncomfortable that Mark and I aren’t saying anything to each other.

See, Mom? Mark Chan and I have no chemistry.

I scramble to think of another topic, figuring I should make a few more minutes of polite conversation. Mom is probably watching us, and if I don’t spend enough time talking to Mark, she’ll come over and drag me back.

But Mark beats me to it. “I hear you like calculus?”

I don’t like it, but I vaguely remember being good at it once upon a time. I’ve forgotten most of what I learned, though.

And why are we talking about calculus at a wedding?

“I haven’t had to do calculus in years, thankfully,” I say. “It’s one of those things you learn in school, but who actually uses it in their work?”

“Well,” he says, “one example—”

“It was a rhetorical question, Mark.”

Of course I know some people use calculus at their jobs. Calculus teachers, for example. Just not baristas-slash-novelists. Though I do tutor a few hours a week, and I suppose it would be useful if I wanted to tutor more advanced math students, but I just do grades nine and ten now.

“I believe my parents said you have a degree in mathematics?” he says.

Did he really have to bring that up? It sounds like he’s judging me for not putting my degree to good use, for no longer being a woman in STEM.

When I graduated, I worked for a software company for five years, and I’m certainly not getting into that whole story with him.

“Yes,” I say shortly, in a tone suggesting the conversation should end here.

“What made you want to be a novelist instead?”

Ugh, what’s with all the questions and that judgmental look on his face?

When I don’t immediately provide an answer, he moves on to a more benign topic.

“It was a lovely ceremony,” he says.

“Yes, it was.”

Another awkward gap in the conversation.

I wonder if I’ve spent enough time with Mark to satisfy my mother, then shake my head at that foolish thought. Mom is never satisfied with me, and she won’t be even a little satisfied with this situation until Mark has put a ring on my finger, which isn’t happening.

I glance around the room to see if she’s watching, but to my surprise, she’s not—she’s in conversation with Auntie Janie, who’s probably relaying some juicy gossip.

Excellent. Time to make my escape.

“It was great to meet you,” I lie, “after hearing so much about you.” I try not to sound too sarcastic, even though this man has managed to hit on the worst conversational topics and is the opposite of my type.

“I’ve heard a lot about you too,” he says.

Huh. I wonder whether his parents have made me sound amazing or merely desperate. I’m not sure I want to know the answer. I figure there’s at least a 63.2 percent chance of it being the latter.

I give him a nod and a smile. “I see someone over there that I’ve got to, um, talk to. Later!”

Ugh, that sounded weird. Oh well.

As soon as I take a step back, he pulls out his phone. I bet he was eager for me to leave.

Turning away from Mark, I scan the room. My cousin is standing by a server holding more canapés. Perfect. I head in her direction, but before I can get there, Uncle Wayne and Auntie Sharon—old friends of my parents’—appear in front of me.

Oh no. I know exactly where this conversation is heading.

“Emily!” Uncle Wayne says. “So great to see Hannah married. Are you next?”

“Uh…”

“You didn’t bring a date today, did you?” He makes a show of looking around.

“Nope, it’s just me,” I say with a smile, followed by a gulp of my drink.

“Been on any dates lately? You know, time only moves in one direction. You’re not going to get younger.” He chuckles as though he’s said something funny. “There are so many ways to meet people that didn’t exist in my day. Apps, is that what they’re called?”

The thing about Uncle Wayne is that he can carry on a conversation by himself with minimal response from anyone else.

Auntie Sharon puts a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t rub it in,” she says quietly to her husband. “It’s probably tough for her.” She shoots me a sympathetic look.

That’s even worse than Wayne’s questions. I don’t need pity just because I’m a single woman in my thirties whose sisters are all married. I’ve got a decent life, and it’s better to be single than have a crappy husband. It’s the twenty-first century; it’s not like I need a man to take care of me.

“Did you talk to that guy your mother wanted you to meet?” Uncle Wayne asks. “Mark Chan, I think?”

“I did.” I try not to sound frustrated that I’m hearing about the great Mark Chan yet again. I’ve now met the man; he doesn’t live up to his reputation.

After a few more minutes of conversation, I manage to escape. I head toward my father, who’s eating a canapé. I grab some food for myself, and this time, I don’t swallow wrong and choke, which I consider an improvement.

Seriously, I feel like I need to go back to toddler day care and learn how to eat properly.

“You doing okay?” he asks. “You look a little…” He gestures with his wineglass.

“I’m happy for Hannah.” That isn’t a lie. “And I’m hungry. I thought those pictures would never end.” It was like they had to take photos with every combination of people in the family.

“Me too.”

I’ve always been able to relax more around my father than around my mother. He doesn’t comment on my single status or drag me off to meet eligible bachelors. Dealing with my mom just requires so much energy.

“Auntie Emily! Auntie Emily!” Scarlett runs over to me.

“What’s up?” I crouch down to talk to her, hoping for some conversation about the food, rather than about my age.

“I found you a husband.”

Oh God. My niece has already started matchmaking? She’s only in kindergarten! Couldn’t she at least wait until, I don’t know, high school?

“Yeah?” I say. “Who?”

“That man over there.”

It takes me a moment to figure out who she’s pointing at. It’s a man with gray hair who, if I remember correctly, is Hannah’s father-in-law’s older brother.

“Uh, he’s too old for me.”

Scarlett frowns. “But you’re old, Auntie Emily. You’re thirty-three.”

And the man in question is, oh, I don’t know, maybe sixty-three.

“I’ll consider it,” I say, hoping to put an end to this train of thought, and then we can talk about picture books or PAW Patrol or… something like that.

“Can you burp the alphabet?” she asks me earnestly. “This boy in my class, he can burp the alphabet.”

Well, I suppose that’s one way to change the conversation.

Scarlett scurries toward her father, and I head over to check the seating chart, seeing as we’ll be heading to the dining area any minute now.

Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.
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“It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single young man who can actually afford to buy property in Toronto probably had help from his parents, even if he claims to be self-made… and he will look down upon those who haven’t had his good fortune.”

—My friend Paige, while drunk one night last year (well, she didn’t put it quite so eloquently, but that was the general gist)



It’s my baby sister’s wedding, but I’m not sitting with the rest of my family.

I stand at the edge of the room as people take their seats in chairs covered in white fabric. My table is off to the back left, where Mark Chan is seated.

That’s right. My mother has arranged for me to sit beside Mark fucking Chan, and since this banquet won’t be short, we’ll have lots of time to get acquainted with each other.

Just shoot me now.

Why can’t I be allowed to enjoy my sister’s wedding? Why does today also have to be about finding a husband for me?

“You’re not sitting with your sisters?” Auntie Carmen—my mother’s younger sister—comes up to me as I’m glaring at the back corner of the room.

“No. I’m supposed to sit beside the man my mother desperately wants me to date.”

Auntie Carmen, more than anyone else, will understand my situation.

When I was a kid, I thought she was the coolest of my relatives. I had no idea what she did for a living, but she was single and traveled a lot and brought us gifts from around the world.

I also remember my grandmother harping on her single status and trying to set her up with men. Though at some point, Po Po decided it was a lost cause and stopped bothering.

I figure I have several more years before my mom gets to that point with me, and who knows? Maybe I’ll actually get married in that time.

But if I do get married, it will not be to a man of my mother’s choosing.

It will not be to a man who sets an alarm even on his days off, and who wears dress shirts and sweater-vests for fun. My last boyfriend was literally in a circus troupe, so no, Mark Chan really isn’t the sort of man I usually date. I’m sure he’ll make some person sufficiently happy, but that person isn’t me, the family rebel. My sisters’ professions are, in order: optometrist, pharmacist, pharmacist again, and engineer. I’m the thing that doesn’t belong. Sure, Hannah was a little “wild” in high school—if you have a generous definition of that word—but now she’s married at twenty-seven and has a good job.

“You know,” Auntie Carmen says, “we could switch seats? I don’t mind.”

I nearly throw my arms around her—yes, I tend toward the dramatic at times—before approaching the table where she’s supposed to sit. I don’t think changing seats will cause too many complications. At these wedding banquets, guests aren’t served individual meals chosen in advance; rather, for each of the many courses, a big platter of food is brought to each table and efficiently portioned out by the server.

But before I can sit down, I see my mother barreling toward me.

Yeah, I should have known I couldn’t pull this off. My mom has five kids; she’s used to keeping an eye on multiple situations at once, and she’s not afraid of making a scene.

Sighing, I take my assigned seat.



I try to count my blessings. I really do.

For example: the food is delicious. The duck? Perfection.

Another example: although I’m seated next to Mark Chan, fortunately, I’ve been spared the indignity of also being at the same table as his parents. That’s the only thing that would make this situation worse. But his parents are seated with other friends of my mother and father’s—Mom insisted they all be invited to Hannah’s wedding.

And lastly: the emcee is doing so much talking that I don’t have a chance to make forced conversation with Mark.

Actually, I’m not sure that’s really a blessing. The emcee isn’t an entertaining stand-up comedian or some quasi-amusing uncle. No, it’s one of Hannah’s new husband’s friends, who’s drunk.

It’s painful. Like off-pitch, loud singing that makes you cringe and cover your ears… except I can’t do that because, you know, it’s my littlest sister’s wedding, and I have to behave myself. I’m an adult, after all.

Even though I’ve been an adult for fifteen years, sometimes it’s still hard to believe.

As the servers begin bringing out the soup, the emcee finally decides he’s tired of hearing his own voice, and I find myself looking at Mark and sharing a smile with him.

A strange quivery feeling passes through my body. How odd.

It’s probably hunger.

He immediately looks away, takes out his phone, and starts texting, like he thinks he’s too good to make conversation with me now. But he’s the one who’s texting at a wedding banquet! How rude. Private School Boy doesn’t have great manners after all.

As his thumbs move over the screen, a notch appears between his eyebrows. I admit I’m curious to know who he’s texting and what he’s saying—I hope it isn’t about me—but at least I’m not rude enough to look over his shoulder.

It takes two more courses before he deigns to speak to me.

“Which part of the city do you live in?” he asks as he slides his phone into his pocket.

“My roommate and I share an apartment in the west end.”

Mark makes a face. He quickly papers it over with another one of his bland smiles, but I didn’t miss it.

More judgment from Mark Chan. How wonderful.

And you know what? That fucking does it for me.

“Are you going to criticize me for having a roommate?” I snap. “Not everyone is lucky enough to buy a place in such an expensive city. I bet you’re going to say you were able to afford it all on your own, and that anybody could do it if they just worked hard enough and only ate home-cooked meals and drank home-brewed coffee—”

“Emily.” He holds up his hands. “That’s not what I was planning to say.”

I snort in disbelief. “Right.”

I’m quite familiar with his attitude. It doesn’t usually come from people who are a full nine months younger than me—for some reason, my mother felt the need to tell me Mark’s birthday the other week—but those who are my parents’ age.

Now, my parents are immigrants and didn’t come to Canada until their midtwenties, when they’d been married a couple of years, so some of the “back in my day” conversations aren’t really the same with them as with people who grew up here. But still.

There’s also a group of young people who boast similar attitudes. Ones who are unaware of how all their advantages in life led to their success. My friend and roommate, Paige Lo, briefly dated one of these men last year. I told her at the beginning that he was an intolerable asshole, but she didn’t listen, alas. Went on three whole dates with him.

“Really,” Mark says. “I…”

He trails off when I give him a look and mutters something under his breath.

We’re saved from any further conversation when the emcee takes the stage again. His emceeing skills might be lacking, but listening to him is still better than talking to Mark, who’s probably fantasizing about going home and putting on a sweater-vest.

A moment later, he pulls out his phone again.



At midnight, some people are on the dance floor, but I’m not one of them. I’m sitting at a table, Scarlett leaning against me.

Mark Chan, I note, is also not dancing—and not because he has a small child sleeping on him—but I can’t blame him. The music leaves something to be desired.

I’m rather surprised he’s still here. If I were him, I would have left the minute we’d finished eating, but for some mysterious reason, he didn’t. Hmm. He’s also not on his phone anymore.

In the corner, a friend of Hannah’s is necking one of my cousins, and I’m going to assume that sex will probably happen once they leave.

Honestly, the last thing I want to do after a Chinese wedding banquet is get naked with someone. I don’t understand people who hook up after weddings. Now, not every wedding is a ten-course banquet, but at least half the weddings I go to fall into that category. And even at the others? There’s a pretty decent amount of food. At the wedding I attended last October, they served a “snack” of poutine and pizza at eleven, and I couldn’t restrain myself, despite dinner having ended only an hour and a half earlier.

Let me tell you, I was not feeling particularly frisky after that.

“Emily.”

I startle at my mother’s voice. I guess I was lost in my thoughts about hookups and weddings.

“Mark has offered to drive you home,” Mom says.

The brief look of surprise on Mark’s face—once again quickly covered by a small smile—indicates that he has done nothing of the sort, and while I’m not particularly fond of him, I do feel a little sympathy for anyone who gets stuck in my mother’s traps.

“I’m not ready to leave yet,” I say, even though I’m definitely ready to leave.

My mother glares at me, then turns to Mark, as though expecting him to offer to wait.

He does not.

“I should be heading out,” he says politely. “Goodbye, Emily.”

I nod at him. “See you around.”

I don’t actually intend to “see him around,” but it seems like a decent thing to say.

Well, at least that’s over.
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“Even if you don’t feel like it, it’s important to write every day at the same time. Set a routine. The only time in the past twenty-one years that I missed my 7 a.m. writing session? The day my first son was born.”

—Randy Cooperson, New York Times bestselling science fiction writer



It’s my morning off from Coffee on College, which moved a few months ago and isn’t actually on College Street anymore. Maybe I ought to be doing something better with my time than curling up in bed with my phone, but whatever. I’m still recovering from yesterday’s seventeen-hour wedding extravaganza.

Yes, seventeen hours. I’m not joking. With hair and makeup, followed by the tea ceremony, church ceremony, photos, cocktails, ten-course banquet, etc., I was away from home for seventeen hours.

But it’s not just the fact that yesterday was a particularly long day that has me in bed at a time when I’d usually be serving coffee or writing. It’s also the emotional toll of spending so many hours around my family.

I love my family. Of course, I don’t actually say those words out loud, God no, but I do. Still, my family is… just a bit much. Especially my mother.

And then there was Mark.

I got the distinct impression that he thought he was too good for me, even if he didn’t actually say as much.

There’s a knock on my bedroom door.

“I made coffee,” Paige says. “You want some?”

“How did you know I was awake?” I ask.

“It’s after eight. You’re always awake by now. Plus, a few minutes ago, there was a thump and I heard you swear.”

Paige is a great roommate with one flaw: she has amazing hearing.

I’m serious! She’s like a—well, in truth, I have no idea which animals are known for their great sense of hearing. Zoology isn’t my strong suit. But she’s one of those.

It’s not without its benefits. When we watch a movie and the dialogue is barely audible over the music and unnecessarily loud sound effects, she always knows what’s being said.

But if I bring a guy back to the apartment, she’ll hear, even if I do my best to be quiet. That’s a little unnerving, although it’s been quite a while since I brought anyone home with me.

“I’ll be out in a few minutes,” I tell her.

I finish looking at my social media, then do a search for animals with great hearing. Elephants, bats, and moths are a few. Hmm. Of those, I think Paige would most like to be compared to an elephant.

I finally stumble out of my room in sweatpants, an old T-shirt, and probably a third of last night’s makeup. I did my best to remove it when I got home, but there was more than I usually wear, and I don’t think I got it all off. After I drink my coffee, I’ll have a nice long shower.

“You hungover?” Paige asks as we sit down at our small, barely functional table.

I shake my head. I had a few drinks, but I didn’t get drunk. Though I’m not in peak physical condition at present, that has more to do with the long day, the heels that pinched my feet, and the large quantity of food I consumed.

“How was the wedding?”

It takes me one and a half mugs of coffee to tell Paige about Hannah’s wedding, including the fact that I finally met the great Mark Chan.

“And?” She gestures for me to continue.

“I can’t say I was impressed. He’s not my type, and he reminds me of that lawyer you dated last year. Besides, he seemed to find his phone more interesting than me.”

Paige makes a face. “Do you think your mother will stop talking about him now?”

I snort. “Ha.”

As if on cue, my phone rings. It’s my mother.

Paige can tell who it is by the special ringtone I have set for my mom, and she heads to the washroom as I answer the call.

“Hi, Mom,” I say with a cheerfulness I don’t feel.

Chance of Mom bringing up Mark Chan in this conversation? One hundred percent.

“Ah, Emily, what’s wrong with your voice?” she asks.

“Nothing.” I try to bring down the level of fake cheer without sounding like Eeyore.

I don’t think I succeed.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she presses. “I understand it’s hard to see Hannah get married first and—”

“Mom, no! I’m fine. I’m not upset that I’m unmarried.”

“If only you’d allowed Mark to drive you home yesterday…”

“Can you please stop trying to throw him at me?” I’m not sure why I bother. “My dating life is none of your business.”

I swear she cackles at that.

“What are you talking about?” she says. “You’re an unmarried thirty-three-year-old.”

“Thanks for reminding me. I’d forgotten.”

“And I’m your mother! It’s very much my business. For many years, I let you deal with it yourself.”

That’s stretching the truth, though she was less involved than she is now.

“Have you forgotten about Alvin?” I ask.

“No, I didn’t. I’ve been practicing my matchmaking skills so that won’t happen again.”

I’m not quite sure what she means by “practicing.” Am a little scared to ask.

“Mark is a much better match for you than Alvin,” Mom continues. “I would like to arrange a date for you two.”

“That’s really not necessary.”

“He told me he wanted to see you again.”

For some stupid reason, there’s the tiniest of flutters in my chest at her words. I don’t understand.

“I highly doubt he said that,” I say before downing the cold coffee in my mug.

“When are you free next weekend? Perhaps you could go out for dinner together. I know just the place. I’ll make a reservation in his name.”

“Mom, no.” I need to change the topic. “How long do you think it’ll be before Hannah gets the pictures for her wedding?”

“I think it was a month for May’s wedding—or was it six weeks? I can’t remember. Didn’t Hannah look so beautiful yesterday? Still, I think she should have gone with the first dress.”

I disagree—Hannah definitely chose the right one—but instead of saying so, I let Mom voice her opinions for a few minutes. It’s about 147 percent better than listening to her talk about Mark.

Just when I think I might be able to get out of this conversation without her mentioning him again, she says, “So, I’ll make a reservation for next Sunday?”

“No.”

She huffs. “Fine. Here, talk to your father.”

There’s a bunch of yelling on the other end of the phone, and then my dad says, “Hi, Emily. Did you enjoy the wedding? Were you inspired to plan your own?”

“Dad…”

“You know I’m kidding. Look, I’ll do my best to stop your mother from throwing Mark in your direction.”

“Thank you.”

“Though he is quite a nice young man.”

“Dad!”

“I’m just saying. You could do worse.”

Well, obviously. Things could always be worse; it’s just a fact of life. There are natural disasters, for starters. If you’re already dealing with one of those, a second natural disaster is still a possibility, right? Especially given, you know, climate change.

And when it comes to dating, Mark has things to recommend him. He didn’t try anything inappropriate. His breath didn’t reek. He didn’t brag about himself for twenty minutes straight. He isn’t already married.

Yep, could be worse.

But that doesn’t matter, because he clearly didn’t think much of me.

For a split second, I wonder if I’m wrong about this, then push the thought aside. Nah, I’m pretty sure I’m right.

By the time I get off the phone with my father, Paige is ready to leave for the gym. I have a shower and consider doing some writing. I feel guilty that I haven’t written in a few days.

Last night, while I was waiting for an Uber—I almost always take public transit because it’s cheaper, but I was too tired for the bus—I saw a post from Randy Cooperson. He was bragging about how he’s still writing every day, even though his mother is dying.

Because apparently that’s what serious writers do. He’s not the only person who says you’re supposed to write every day; I’ve seen this advice over and over.

Randy Cooperson also, apparently, continued to write when his wife was in labor with their second and third sons, as well as when he had a terrible bout of food poisoning, proudly proclaiming that he’d gotten vomit on his notebook.

And, look. If that’s what works for him, cool. Some people take comfort in having a routine or schedule. You do you, buddy.

But you know what? There’s not one way to be a writer, and I’m not going to let some guy I don’t know make me feel guilty when I’ve had an exhausting few days.

I might not have had three books on the New York Times bestseller list, but I have a published novel. I’ve completed and trunked two other books. I have another one that’ll be heading to copyedits soon. At least, I hope it will.

Writing every day isn’t the only way to finish things.

I sigh as I look at the desk in my room, tucked against the small window that faces another apartment building. Maybe I would feel like working now if I had a better writing space. My own home office, rather than a tiny corner in my bedroom.

Instead of sitting down at my laptop, I decide to run a few errands downtown. Once those are complete, I reward myself by going to the bookstore and looking at my book on the shelf.

There it is, my debut novel about two families and their web of lies. One mother’s shocking not-so-little secret? Her daughter’s biological father isn’t who everyone thinks it is—and that’s just the tip of the iceberg.

Seeing my book in the store makes me feel like I’ve made it, even if I really haven’t.

In fact, when I slide out a copy of All Those Little Secrets, I see a “signed by author” sticker on the front. I signed four copies here, one week after the book was released five months ago, and there are now three copies, all with that sticker.

It appears the bookstore has sold a grand total of one copy of my book.

Yep, it’s flying off the shelves.

I glance at a different novel, which I know is doing very well. I’m counting the copies—twenty-two—when a man picks one up and walks toward the cash register. I try not to be jealous of that book’s author, knowing that won’t get me anywhere. Jealousy can eat you alive in the publishing business if you’re not careful.

When I get home, Paige is watching something on TV.

“The bathroom sink is leaking again,” she says.

Well, that’s great. We’ll tell the super, and he’ll get around to fixing it… never.

Even better, when I try to start a load of laundry, every washing machine in the basement laundry room is in use. Every machine that isn’t broken, that is—half of them have Out of Order signs on them. I return to my unit.

I bet Mark Chan doesn’t have to deal with nonsense like this.

This is my impossible dream: having my own washing machine and proper home office, and writing a book that actually sells well and earns out the advance in a few months.

A boyfriend or husband?

Meh. No matter what my mother says, there are more important things in life.

Since I can’t do laundry, I sit down at my laptop and start typing.
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“I like being productive.”

—Tess Donovan, seven-figure indie-romance author



Emily! Wake up!”

“Go away,” I mutter.

“Emily! We’re meeting Ashley in an hour.”

Reluctantly, I open my eyes and peer at Paige, then the alarm clock on my bedside table.

Shit!

I usually work a Saturday shift at Coffee on College, but I asked for the last one off because of the wedding.

Today, though, I was working. When I got home after my shift, I stripped down and figured a nap would be in order, though I didn’t bother setting an alarm, because I’m usually pretty bad at napping unless I’m in a moving vehicle. I figured I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep, or I’d have a light, fitful sleep and get out of bed an hour later, at five o’clock.

But now it’s seven fifteen.

The reason I was tired? I stayed up late last night being “productive.”

I wasn’t tapping away at my computer. Some people might consider a writer productive only when they have their butt in a chair, but you can dictate while on a treadmill or out for a walk, for example.

Not that I was doing those things either.

But reading a novel or bingeing a show on Netflix can also count as productivity in my mind. At least, that’s what I told myself when I stayed up past midnight yesterday to watch a K-drama. I was learning about story and compelling characters!

That’s the great thing about being a writer. It’s easy to rationalize what you do as being “for your writing,” either for inspiration or for research.

But maybe staying up late was a mistake.

Once Paige is assured that I’m awake, I wash my face and get ready for a night out, i.e., another night of productivity. Trying a new cocktail bar and socializing with my friends is a great way to get inspired, isn’t it? Plus, I’m the rare breed of writer known as an extrovert.

Yes, really. We exist.

Some writers would much prefer a night alone in their pajamas, but going out and seeing people normally energizes me… when I haven’t just woken up from a nap, and when I’m not resenting the idea of wearing proper clothes.

But by the time I’ve put on my favorite pair of jeans—which make my ass look amazing—as well as black stilettos and a gorgeous pink shirt that I found on sale last weekend, I’m feeling good, even if I’ve yawned ten times in the past twenty minutes. After spending far too long debating which jacket to wear, I head out with Paige.

In March, the weather in Toronto is such that you might see some people wearing parkas and others wearing shorts and T-shirts… all on the same day. And it’s rarely photogenic outside. I cannot imagine anyone waxing poetic about the crusty, shrinking snowbanks—which are now more dirt than snow—lining the roads.

As we head down the street, I decide the parka was the right call. The wind is brutal tonight.

A four-hundred-meter walk takes us to the falafel joint where I have spent more than a little of my money over the years. Usually, we’d try something more exciting on a Saturday night, but we’re saving our money for the fancy bar. Besides, Ashley isn’t eating with us—she’s on a dinner date with Frank, her boyfriend of two years who recently moved in with her. He’s meeting up with some friends after their meal, and she’s meeting up with us.

The man working behind the counter knows exactly what I like on my falafel sandwich, so I don’t have to tell him. Once Paige and I have our food in hand, we sit by the window to eat.

I’ve just finished wiping off my hands when my phone rings. My mother, of course.

“Allison!” she says.

“Uh, wrong daughter,” I tell her. This happens approximately 37 percent of the time.

“Oh yes. I decided to call you before her, and I got confused.” She’s talking loudly, as though we’re at opposite ends of a long hallway, but she’ll quiet down in a few minutes, so I don’t bother saying anything. “I was wondering if you’d like to go out for brunch tomorrow? I made reservations.”

“Where?” I ask.

“Lily’s Kitchen.”

Oh.

The truth is, I’ve wanted to eat there for a while. It’s in the east end, though, so I’m not usually in the area.

But it’s supposed to be very good, and if I’m with my mother, she’ll pay.

“We can go shopping afterward,” she says.

“Where? What did you have in mind?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she says airily, “but I can drive.”

One of the many things that makes me feel like I’m not a “proper” adult: my lack of car. The only vehicle I own is a twenty-year-old bicycle. I claim it’s because I’m an environmentalist, but it’s mostly because I’m broke. And I don’t have kids and I live a ten-minute walk from the subway, so a car’s not strictly necessary.

I don’t love the idea of shopping with my mother, but I do like the idea of brunch. While Sundays are usually reserved for writing, after I had a brain wave in the shower on Wednesday, I finished my first round of revisions on my third novel. My third novel that will see the light of day, I mean; I have a three-book deal with my publisher, and the second book is currently being reviewed by my editor.

Besides, people-watching at a nice brunch restaurant is productive, isn’t it?

“Sure,” I tell my mom. “What time?”

“Eleven. I made the reservations under your name.”

Slightly odd that she used my name rather than hers, but whatever. I’m going to Lily’s Kitchen for brunch tomorrow!

I end the call, and once Paige finishes her falafel sandwich, we head in the direction of the cocktail bar, which has the rather minimalist name of “suave” (all lowercase). However, I’m distracted when we pass a new place called the Shakerie (capitalized in the normal way).

“Holy shit! Fifteen bucks for a milkshake!” I exclaim, looking at the poster for the special of the month: cherry pie milkshake. I, personally, consider fifteen bucks to be too much for a drink that doesn’t have alcohol.

But as I study the photo, the price point starts to make sense. The milkshake is literally topped with a slice of cherry pie, which is then topped with vanilla ice cream. And it’s, like, a full slice of cherry pie, not some itty-bitty version.

“It’s two desserts in one,” Paige says. “Really stretching the definition of a milkshake.”

“Yeah. I think you have to share it with someone else.”

“Don’t look at me! I’m lactose intolerant.”

When we arrive at the cocktail bar, it’s not very busy for a Saturday night. Huh. I thought this was the hot place to go. Still, despite the lack of customers, it takes us a few minutes to locate Ashley Tanner, as the lighting isn’t terribly bright. But as soon as we see the white woman with wavy brown hair in the corner, we head over.

“Sorry, we’re late,” Paige says.

“It’s all my fault,” I say. “I woke up from my nap after seven o’clock, and then my mother called just as I finished my falafel, and then I got distracted by a fifteen-dollar milkshake.”

Still, we’re barely ten minutes late.

“Why is it so empty here?” Paige asks.

“Because it’s early,” Ashley replies.

“What?” I cry. “It’s well after eight.”

“As I said.” Ashley sips her blue drink. “Early. Remember, we’re old now.”

I realize in horror that she’s right. Once upon a time, back in Ye Olden Days, I would never have gone out for drinks this early. In fact, I probably wouldn’t have considered going out before ten, though I might have done some pre-drinking.

But it’s just so much more pleasant to go out early. To never worry about what time last call is—I think it’s two?—because you’re always in bed by then, your white-noise machine and humidifier at just the perfect settings.

Oh God. A dozen years ago, I didn’t even know what a white-noise machine was, and I would have been able to consume that entire cherry pie milkshake without feeling gross, as I’m sure I would feel now.

“In fact,” Ashley says, “you should order soon because happy hour ends at nine.”

“Wait, are you serious?” I ask. “Happy hour ends that late?”

Ashley seems amused by my shock, her lips curving up in a slight smirk. “They don’t call it ‘happy hour,’ but yeah, they have a list of drinks that are fifty percent off until nine.”

I scan the QR code for the menu—all in lowercase because apparently this place is allergic to capital letters—and quickly decide on something with cardamom. In my opinion, cardamom is one of the greatest things ever. Particularly with coffee or tea… or ice cream. At work, we have a cardamom latte, and it’s pretty awesome, especially with the employee discount.

Once we’ve placed our orders with a waitress wearing all black, Ashley turns to Paige. “How was your date last night?”

OMG! I totally forgot that Paige had a date. Damn, I should have asked her about it earlier, though on the plus side, she won’t have to recount it twice now.

“He was intimidated by me.” Paige rolls her eyes. “Specifically, my workout schedule and how much I can bench-press.”

Paige’s workout schedule is a little scary, I admit, but I say this as someone who doesn’t go to the gym. I’d never be able to handle her workouts, though I do think it’s pretty awesome that she has big arm muscles and could pick me up with ease. For her, working out is a way of clearing her mind and destressing after dealing with her frustrating colleagues at her office job. Like the colleague who periodically steals her lunch, which she’s just supposed to accept, as a “good team player.”

“Your date saw it as a threat to his masculinity?” Ashley asks.

Paige shrugs. “Apparently, but ‘forgetting his wallet’ and not being able to pay wasn’t a threat to his masculinity? I’m not sure why I bother with dating. I wish I was off the market. Like you.” She looks at Ashley, who groans.

“What?” I ask.

“I think living together might be a mistake,” Ashley says. “He’s just always… there. I don’t have any time alone, and yesterday, his mother stopped by in the evening and I had no warning.”

I make a face. “Yikes.” I can’t imagine subjecting a significant other to my mother without notice.

“But he was very apologetic. Told me he forgot because he wasn’t used to living with someone, and it would never happen again, and would I like breakfast in bed?”

“What did you say?” Paige asks.

“I said yes, and today, he made me waffles and did all the dishes afterward.”

“Well, that’s not so bad,” I say, though I feel a bit out of my depth. I’ve never lived with a romantic partner before, though I suspect most people have by the time they’re my age.

Ashley sighs. “I don’t know. Cohabitation is exhausting.”

To be honest, this is a bit depressing. Frank has always seemed like a sweetheart to me, and if it’s hard to live with a man like him, what hope do the rest of us have of finding someone we can tolerate? Once again, it seems like a smart choice not to devote my precious energy and time to dating.

My drink arrives, and I take a sip. Mmm, yep, that hits the spot.

“I think it’ll just take a while to get used to it,” Paige says. “It’s been, what, two weeks? Give it a few more months.”

After responding with her you’re-being-sensible-but-I-don’t-like-it expression, Ashley, who’s a high school teacher, tells us about her plans for March break.

By eleven o’clock, suave is getting busier, and Paige is recounting her horror story of setting up her mother’s Wi-Fi. It’s a horror story not because setting up the Wi-Fi was particularly difficult but because explaining technology to her mother is always painful.

We head out around eleven thirty, when things are really getting going at suave. Ashley takes the subway north to the apartment she now shares with Frank, while Paige and I head west. Once I get home, I decide to do the responsible thing and go to bed within half an hour.

But getting into bed and turning out the lights does not, alas, mean that I fall asleep.

I used to fall asleep easily, but now it appears my body is more sensitive to shit like having a late-afternoon/early-evening nap.

All right, next time I nap, I’m definitely setting an alarm, even if I’m convinced it’ll “just” be twenty minutes. Ah, the joys of getting old.



Sunday morning, I make a few posts on social media, something I’m supposed to do as an author to promote myself, but I’m rather unconvinced of the efficacy of posting things like cherry pie milkshake pictures to sell a book that’s partially about generational trauma.

Not that I have a photo of that milkshake, but it did sound delicious. I can’t justify the cost, though if I’d ordered it, I would definitely have posted the picture. Just like I posted a picture of the “chocolate cake” donut I bought a few weeks ago. It wasn’t a cake donut but a yeast donut, dipped in chocolate ganache and chocolate cake crumbs, then topped with an actual piece of chocolate cake.

Anyway, I suppose that’s why foods like this exist: because people like me will post pictures of them on social media, in the hopes that they’ll somehow make readers buy my book.

As I’m wasting time on my phone, I find a video of Tess Donovan, a prolific romance author, talking about how she likes being productive. Admittedly, I don’t think she uses that word in the same way that I do. She puts out six full-length novels a year, totaling half a million words. Her business is more like an empire, and she says she doesn’t have an assistant because she’s a control freak.

I’m surprised she hasn’t burned out yet, but everyone has a different brain. While I can’t sustainably write six novels a year—hahaha—that doesn’t mean other people can’t.

At nine thirty, I decide it’s time to get dressed to meet my mother. She’ll probably judge my outfit no matter what I wear, so I shouldn’t overthink this too much. I settle on a blue sweater, jeans, and black boots. A little light makeup and I’m ready to go.

I listen to music as I take transit to the other end of the city. When I get off the streetcar, I take all of three steps before I hit some hidden ice and fall flat on my ass.

“You okay?” a middle-aged woman asks me.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.” I wave her off as I suppress a groan.

It’s several seconds before I’m able to sit up, and it hurts more than expected. I’m not like my little nieces, who fall down all the time and get up a split second later as though nothing happened. To be fair, they’re much closer to the ground than I am. Still, I used to be better at falling on my ass, even once I achieved my full height at the age of twelve.

I heave myself up with the help of a pole that supports a No Parking sign and walk toward Lily’s Kitchen with a limp. By the time I arrive, I’m doing a bit better. I’ll probably have a bruise tomorrow, but I don’t think anything is twisted or sprained. And thankfully, no one I know was around to witness the not-so-fine moment of me landing on my ass.

God, I hate March weather.

I also don’t appreciate some of the ways that my body has changed with age. I can’t sleep as well, I can’t get up quite as fast when I fall on the ice, I can’t party until 3 a.m., and the rare times I do get drunk (rather than just a bit tipsy), my hangovers are waaaay worse than they used to be.

I remind myself that overall, my thirties are better than my twenties. Even if I’m starting to feel old, despite still lacking some of the traditional signposts of adulthood, I’m now a published author.
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